Introduction
Compared to other advanced economies, Japan ranks very highly in terms of the economic activity of older people. This not only points to a high degree of willingness on the part of older people to work, or to the necessity for them to do so, but also indicates the existence of employment opportunities for older people. Therefore, the issue of labour market participation of older people seems to be less pressing for Japan than for most other comparable countries. Indeed, policy makers from other countries have been studying Japan's labour market situation and labour market policies for older people. However, with the number of older people increasing, as well as changes in the factors that have so far supported the high labour market participation rate among older people in Japan, concerns have increasingly been raised as to whether this favourable situation will continue. Others have pointed to shortcomings in regard to the quality of work offered to older people in Japan. Faced with an increasing number of older people, Japanese policy makers have come up with a number of initiatives to sustain this high participation rate and to improve the employment situation of older people.
Japan's High Labour Force Participation Rate among Older People
Any discussion of the labour market for older people in Japan needs to start from the comparatively high rate of older people who are still economically active. With 71.2 per cent of all men aged between 60 and 64 years still working, Japan stands out among countries of comparable economic development, such as the US, Germany, France, Sweden and Korea (see Table 1 ). Even after age 65, 31.1 per cent of Japanese men hendrik meyer-ohle continue to be economically active, a fi gure only exceeded by Korea. For older Japanese women, the situation is, however, less unusual, with women in the US, Sweden and Korea all showing higher participation rates. A large scale survey conducted by the Japanese Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare in 2004 shows that, in addition to elderly people already working, there is a signifi cant number of people who are not working but who want to work (Kōsei Rōdōshō 2005b).
The high Japanese participation rate seems to run counter to developments in western countries, especially those in Europe. Here, older employees have increasingly been encouraged or given the opportunity to retire before reaching the offi cial retirement age. The situation in Japan has therefore received some attention. For example, Japan is one of three countries looked at by the United States General Accounting Offi ce in a comparative report on policies to increase labour force participation (GAO 2003) . In November 2005, Singapore sent a delegation to Japan to study the country's employment policies for older workers (The Business Times, Singapore 9 November 2005).
Factors Underlying Japan's High Participation Rate
A person's decision to retire or to continue working depends on a number of factors: the availability and appropriateness of employment opportunities; the desire to work; the ability to work; and fi nally the necessity to work, based on current and previous income as well as future needs. 
